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A retrospective cohort study comparing the infection rate of COVID-19 in those taking
long-term hydroxychloroquine with that of the Welsh general population

Introduction

There is a natural subset of ophthalmology
patients who take long-term immunosuppressive
medications, including hydroxychloroquine (HCQ).
This provided an exciting opportunity to collect
data on this intriguing group during the COVID-19
pandemic. Although published research to date
shows no evidence for HCQ as a treatment for
patients who have COVID-19, this leaves open the
guestion whether it has a prophylactic effect
against new infections.

Method

We retrospectively collected data from the Cardiff
and Vale Health Board from all the patients
prescribed HCQ during the period 18th March -
30th June 2020 (n=1099). We compared this data
to that provided by Public Health Wales on the
Welsh general population of 3,152,879 citizens for
the same period. Census data was sourced from
the Office of National Statistics.

Results

e 89 COVID-19 tests were conducted in the HCQ
population (8%). Of these, 11 were positive
(12%), therefore 1% of this population had a
positive test for COVID-109.

* When sub-divided by age we found in the HCQ
cohort: those aged between 0-39 years; 0.95%
tested positive for COVID-19, 0.78% in those 40-
79 years, and 3% in those aged 80+.

e Equivalent figures in the Welsh general
population were: 2.5%, 3.1% and 10.6%
respectively (see graph).
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Discussion

COVID-19 is caused by SARS-CoV-2.! Early in the
pandemic chloroquine and HCQ were reported to
be effective against SARS-COV-2.% It is known that
SARS-COV-2 binds to human cells via the ACE2
receptor. 34 The ACE2 receptor is glycosolated by
CQ/HCQ in in-vitro studies, inhibiting SARS-COV-2
infection.” This led to the possibility of using these
drugs in the treatment and even the prophylaxis
against COVID-19. HCQ is used in autoimmune
diseases, such as systemic lupus erythematosus
and rheumatoid arthritis; an immunomodulator.®

40-79
B Welsh population

80+
HCQ population

It is therefore considered that this drug may be
effective in reducing the severity of COVID-19 by
suppressing the immune system response to SARS-
COV-2, which contribute to the severe forms of the
disease.’

Studies have not found benefit of HCQ as either
post-exposure prophylaxis or as a COVID-19
treatment.82191  But there are limited studies
investigating the possibility of the use of this
medication to prevent COVID-19, or severe
outcomes.!?

Bwrdd lechyd Prifysgol
Caerdydd a’r Fro

Cardiff and Vale
University Health Board

g GIG

b NHS

Our results show a lower incidence of infection per age-matched
groups in those taking HCQ compared to the general population,
suggesting there may be a prophylactic-effect against COVID-19
infection.

Although our study suggests a possible protective benefit, due to the
observational nature of the study, residual confounding remains a
possibility. Moreover, those people who are more severely
immunosuppressed or had more co-morbidities might have been
more likely shield or adopt more risk avoiding behaviours.

Other studies have not supported the prophylactic benefit of HCQ. In
the study by Rentsch et al. their study found no significant difference
in COVID-19 mortality associated with HCQ use.'® Two other RCTs of
HCQ for pre-exposure prophylaxis in health-care workers at risk of
SARS-CoV-2 infection, found no difference in infection rates.1%1>

Conclusion

Our study supports that hydroxychloroquine may be associated with
some degree of protection against acquiring infection of COVID-19.
Further clinical trials as to the prophylactic use of hydroxychloroquine
would be warranted.
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